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. of Interpersonal Relationships

In addition to the many areas of personality research to which
it has already been applied successfully, Ratter s social learning
theory also can prove helpful to the study of human interactional
processes such as psychotherapy. 'Mile we do not question the
potential value of new explanations and methods of investigating
interpersonal processes an already established theory with a fund
of empirical data that can be applied effectively to the study of
these processes, haa numerous research advantages. Amongrthese
advantages are developed methodologies and data supported concepts=

within Rotter's theory, emission of a giveni behavior is seen
as a function of expectancies regarding particular odicomes of the
behavior and of the varying reinfqrcement values of these outcomes.
The first of two major.types of expectancies, specific expectancies,

..develop out of actual specific acperiences with particular situa-
tions while the second type, generalized expectancies, originate
from the generalization of specific expectancies to a broader class
of similar situations. Generalized expectations tend to offset
behavior in novel or ambiguous situations.

The thrust of our social learning theory approach to inter-
personal relationslbs is threefold. Ile propose first that inter-
personal styles, th basic behavioral units in the study of inter-
personal processes, nay be reconceptualized as generalized expec-
tancies. Secondly, we believe that the interpersonal relationship
process may be seen as a four-ptiase sequence of interpersbnal
negotiations characterized by an everchanging interaction of
generalized and specific expectancies. And thirdly, we suggest
that greater theoretical and empirical emphasis must be pladed upon
situational-contextual aspects of interpersonal styles and human
interactions.

Uhile'Rotter rarely uses the word relationship in his descrip-
tions of human behavior, we suggest that he presents a viable
theoretical framework for investigating the developMent of and
maintenance of relationships. Using Rotter's perspective, we con-

ptualize relationships as the interplay between generalized and

i
cific.expectancies. These generalized and specific expectancies

:ome more or legs important in determining behaVior as a function
lf the stage of relationship. As shown in Figure 1, we-conceptualize

Insert Figure 1 here
1....

- lielationships,as a process consisting of at least four major'Ohases;
choice, be innin p deepenin2 and termination. In the Choice ph:se,

---i9e dRi theTh7iinter a fir:alai-4UP with amp:W(7E7 US- mg
finformation from observed characteristiOs and past experiences they
'come to a decision as to whether to pursue the relationship. If
ipeOple decide to pursue the relationship, then they,enter the Ilegin7
-frAm phase,. Successful progression through this phase probeavis
'difiiindent on the effectiveness of the openihg or favorite inter-
rpersonal stiflet of the participants. Should the interpersonal.styles

I



ship var.-deepen. In this Deepening relationships we believe
a new set offinterpersonal requiremen evelops. Becouse'the inter=

-44toes will gather an increasing amount of common experieacera,
f4oxibiXity of interpersonal styles becodes important here. For

example, while a person's favored interpersonal style may be effective
in beginning relationships, the person has to be able to use other
styles depending on the situation to maintain the deepening process.
Mile deepening can be.the lorigest phase.of a relationships, all .

dyads eventually terminate. Some end because of separation, some

because of personal conflict others because one of the participants
dies. In each of these cases the individual must be able effectively
to Aisengage from the relationship and move on to form other positive

relationships. HOWeVer, many people have a most difficult time ending

relationships in such a way as to create the possibilities of future

growth.

Insert Pigure 2 here

In rigure 2, the four phase interpersonal process described
previously has been translated into social learning theory terms.

At each inter-phase transition, We propose that generalized expec-
tancies act as major determinents Of behavior. Notice further, that

as specific experience is gathered by the interactants, we suggest

specific expectancies.become more important determinants of behavior.
This conceptualization is based on a basiC social learning theroy,
assumption (Rotter, 1975) that on entering new or novel situations
people will base their behavior primarily on generalized expectancies.
However, as time goes on and people obtain specific information
about how they will do in a particular situation, the importance of
generalized expectancies gives way to those gpecific expectancies
based on experience in that situation. You will notice that in the
cbnceptualization in Figure 2 interpersonal styles are equated with
generalized expectancies. The equation would lead to the prediction

that the use of a "favorite opening and general interpersonal style
like a generalized expectancy would be apparent very early in rela-
tionship stages but as specific experiences in interacting and com-
municating are amassed, individuals should show the potentialeat
least, to vary their interpersonal styles of behavior.

In the studies to be reported' re have sought to gather infor-
mation bearing on the validity of the social learning reinterpre-
tation of interpersonal processes. Two studies will be described,
AlaCh representing a class of investigations dictated by social
learning-theory assumptions. The first assumption is that inter-

Personal styles may be seen as generalized expectancies. The
-generalized expectancy that we chose to examine was locus of control.

As defined by Rotter (1966) locus of control reflects the degree to

rhich people believe they have control as-reinforcement contingencies.
-Peop/e who believe that reinforcements are beyond their oontrol are
termed externals., in a number of previous studies (see Lefcourt,
1976; Phares, 1976), persons with an external locus of control etyle
have been found to be more neladlusted and more anxious than those
with internal locus of control. The study (Thibodeau, 1979) to be
described dealt with whether there were some interactional.charac-
teristics of externals which might explain in part their greateri,



Soeial Learning Theory

'degree to which externals-may Choose, in a maladeptive and often self-
Aefeating wart others_with whom to begin relatiOnehlps. XII this

Study focussing'on the'choice,phaso of our four-pheiterModdI, it wile

fOund that significantly more frequently than internals, externals
Chose to be attracted to people termed antiComplenentamwithin
Carson's framework, while internals tended to dhoose complementary
others. Complementarity in a dyad suggests that the tateractors are
likely to be secure and compatible with one another, while the
opposite is trUe in an anticomplementary dyad. By &oosing anticomp-
lementary others, the external sUbjects appear to have been hampering
their interpersonal relationships from the very start.

Mile not primary focus of this study, it was also noted that
external subjects tended to misperceive their own interpersonal
styles. Externals tended to see themselves and act as if they Were
emitting interpersonal styles,which actually were aomplementary to
those persons to whom they wore attracted. In fact, however, a
number of external subjects were communicating one style verbally and

a second style nonverbally. Vhile the verbal.style was in fact
complementary to that of the chosen other and,should have resulted in

a comfortable relationship, the nonverbal style was anticomplementary.
The external sUbjects were communicating in an incongruent fashion.

Kiesler, Anchins and Bornstein (in press) have reviewed the litera
turb on incongruent and congruent communication patterns and have
concluded that disordered behavior is the result of incongruent comm.

munication. The above data on externals seem to corroborate X10a0W,
Kiesler's notions regarding the relationship between incongruence and

maladjustment. ffowever, as social theorists we tend to be wary of

such context-free or context-independent conclusioni.

Our wary attitude results in a second social learning theory

based.on assumption. It is assumed that the'lYnamic interplay among
generalized expectancies and %pacific expectancies within the four

phase model of relationships must be viewed in the context of a sit-

uation and not in a:Vacuum. Carson (1969) acknowledges' the tsportelice

of situational effects upon interpersonal style in his description of
the perennial clown who cannot joke at his mother's funeral. Hew-

ever, other ,theorists do not seem to address themselves sufficiently

to this specific issue' of context. !Ire contend that the situatton
significantly determines the apprepriateness of.such interFaTail
phenomena as congruence and incongruence for example'and that the

acentextual conclusions drawn by Xieslor et al. and in fact supperted

;;Iy some of our ownr-data,mayloe premature. Ahs presented in Filpre 3

and consistent with social-learning theory emphasis upon situitional
-011,1M

Insert Figure 3 hero
.......

variables, we propose that ananaireLeef interpersonal interactions
will show that there are four categories of congtuence/incongruence
situational patterns. In all cases we will be taking the simplest
case ,of interaction, the dyad.

The first of these interaction patterns, ada tive gogruence, is
typified by open honest oommunication occurring in Close-ifittmiAe

interpersonal relationships; this is in Contrast to a second pattern,



ocourt.when individuals do not say what they
truly eel a s on that warrants such genuine communication.

-1ft 'sample, saladiipti 'irmongruersise occurs- *ma &wile tells her
husband'she loves him when she does not. The final category,
.adaptive incongrUence, (the pattern apparently minimised by !Mosier,
et al.), occurs in situations where telling the truth would be social.
ly and interpersonally inappropriate. rxamples of adaptive incongru-
ence may be found in rules of social etiquette, such as the teaching
of a young child not to tell people they're ugly. Indeed, adaptive
incongruence may be a most prevalent pattern of day to day inter-
personal interaction and because of that incongruence must be viewed
as associated with maladjustment only sometimes. Failure to learn
when and where and with whom t9 be con-r-Triaruedpoongruent may have
much to do witA the developmentwof malajuistment in chilften and
adults.

In a study (Lad, Nowicki, & Duke, 1979) relevant to the theo-,
retical points made above two aspects of the interpersonal situatton
were varied: 1) the importance of the circumstance surrounding the
interaction and 2) the depth of the relationship between the inter-
actors. The high-and low importance and high and low level of rela-
tionships result in the 2 x 2 table in the Figure 4. Sixty female
college students were asked to respond to a Triandis (1975) type

Insert Fi7ure 4 here

questionnaire in which they were asked to iridicate their probable

comae of action in a variety of social, familial and educational
situations. All subjects were exposed - to all combinations of situ-

ation importance and closeness of relationship. Responses which
irdicated that subjects would coimunicate "true" feelings to their
d ad partner were scored an congruent; those in which, there was disa-

g eement between feelings and verbal message were scored as incongru-
e t. _Thetigher the score the more congruent the communication pat-
teri:- As seen in Figure 4, cqpgruence varied ,/ith the importance of
the situation and the importafibe of the relationship. More congruent
responses were associated with those imtances in which the conse-
quences and relationships were important. It is in such situationik
that incongruent responses would represent a deviation from the norm
and probably be associated with disordered functioning. However, at

the other end of the spectrum, lOw importance, low relationship level
__situations, incongruent responses are more the rule than the xception

and it-is here that fientruent responses would more likOIybó associ-
.

*ated with deviant behavior.

. The results oi the study just described suggest that we cannot
conceptualize congruence of messagen outsideof their context and

--that congruence-should not-be-seen as neeesearily the sips lEmt_ nom

of normality. Certainly in some very important situatiOr-usitiirbut
in othersit !pity not be. Seemingly then culturaI34 effective function-

ing may not always involve being congruent, but rather ha#ing the
ability to be both congruent and incongruent in communicating with
Others and knowing when which type of communicating is appropriate in.

a given situation.
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Summery

tancies and upon other basic tenes of Rotter s sac aI-Iearn ng
theory, He have presented a nsw conceptualization of interpersonal
relationships. Htr beliews that-this new conceptualization isvorthy
of consideration because it weaves.interpdisonal relationships into
the fabric of social learning theory idth its already established
horly of literature and methodology. MD have Presented two studies

based upon our reconceptualization of relationships within a four-

, phase social learning theory model. The results of these ftudies
,
and several others completed in our laboratory encourage us to
explore further the implications of social learning theory for the

study of-personality, human interaction, and psychotherapy.



Figure 1. A POUR PRASE MODEL FOR
IrlimmTnsovAL MATIOPSHIPS
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Figure 3. THE IVTERACTION BETWEEN CONGRUENCE/
INCONGRUENCE AM SITUATION
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Figur:1 4, Two Factor Schema for Coniparison of Situational

Iaportanbe and Level of Intdrpersonal Relationship
in,Determining the Level of Congrueht nehaviórs

Situational Importa4ce - Factor A

Level.of-
nelations%in
Factor B

Low High

-.- - a.

Situation 4 ' Situatión 2
Lean = 97.82 : =jean 136.75

da ..

fituation 3
Ei:gh 128.55

Situation 1 .

;1dhn mit 143.30

rAilis scheelatizatior was used.in an attempt to
determine the relative kignificanca of situt4c nal
*Tportance and level of interpersO'nal relatiork.hi p

in eeterrining the le'vel of congruent behavior. .
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